In this text, I describe a specific way of addressing the past in video games which are set in historical times but at the same time deliberately undermine the facticity of their virtual worlds. By grounding my argument in analyses of two blockbuster productions-Assassin's Creed (Ubisoft, 2007) and Call of Duty: Black Ops (Activision, 2010)-I introduce and define the notion of "simulational realism". Both games belong to best-selling franchises and share an interesting set of features: they relate to historical places, events, and figures, establish counter-factual narratives based around conspiracy theories, and-most importantly-display many formal similarities. Like most AAA games, Assassin's Creed and Black Ops intend to immerse the player in the virtual reality and, for this purpose, they naturalize their interfaces as integral elements of reality. However, in the process of naturalizing simulation, objectivity of the past becomes unthinkable.
I am not trying to paint an overly critical and pessimist picture of contemporary digital culture-there are many interesting and noteworthy exceptions to this general tendency to use simulation software conservatively (as tools for representation rather than artistic speculation). Yet, as it seems now, game developers generally tend to design virtual realities that resemble familiar worlds. Virtual past(s)-of human history or even popular culture-seem more popular than virtual future(s), so, more often than not, time's arrow points backwards, not forward.
However, even if digital culture is currently obsessed with reconstructing familiar settings and rehashing old ideas, the affordances of new media influence the way familiar histories return in our digital present. The reason for that is simple: the (new) media are not transparent channels for signal transmission, and cultural nostalgia, which compels popular culture to repeat old motives, settings, and stories, still manages to produce oddly alternated simulations and representations. In this text, I would like to investigate one (medium-)specific way of addressing the past in video games that refer to historical events but, at the same time, deliberately undermine their facticity. My focus will be on two blockbuster productions: Assassin's Creed (Ubisoft, 2007) and Call of Duty: Black Ops (Activison, 2010) . The first is set in the medieval Middle East during the Third Crusade, and in the latter the player visits numerous locations around the world during the peak of the Cold War in the 1960s. Both productions belong to best-selling franchises and share an interesting set of features: they relate to historical places, events, and figures, establish counter-factual narratives based around conspiracy theories, and-most importantly-display many formal similarities which I will call realist.
However, their "simulational" realism (or sim-realism) may seem peculiar at first, because it accentuates the realness of the immersive experience instead of evoking an illusion of factual or objective reality.
In both games, the virtual worlds do not disguise themselves as objectively (or even subjectively) real.
On the contrary, as technological projections (simulations) they are also probabilistic entities: uncertain, temporary, and elusive. In S/Z he compared realist novelists to painters who "frame" reality only to present the ready picture as a truthful representation of the world. Yet game interfaces rarely receive a narrative (realistic) explanation, so, the frame stands out and impedes immersion. Therefore, a relative integration of the interface and virtuality becomes very important. Immersion-also called "spatial presence"-is an experience of relocation that occurs when a person develops a secondary frame of spatial reference and "forgets" the surrounding space.
Besides the aforementioned interactivity, there are many factors that play a role in this process. 7 In visual media, the most simple and important is contrast, which allows you to see edges of objects and establish relationships between them. The second factor is the relative integration of incoming stimuli:
consistency between sounds and images, homogeneous aesthetics, coherent rules governing the world, etc. The third one is meaning or, to be more exact, the possibility to attach meaning to events and objects in a simulation. If a virtual reality is coherent, realistic, and meaningful, it will be easier for the user to remain in the state of "suspended disbelief ". Consistency is so important because, in purely technical terms, immersion is a continuous process of creating and confirming perceptual hypotheses (models of virtual space in the brain). Realism-as aesthetics of the "disappearing frame"-operates simultaneously on the level of coherence and meaning. However, the means of "suspending disbelief "
differ, depending on the medium. As I said, in video games, the role of interactivity in producing and confirming perceptual hypotheses is so great that the need for a realistic representation (of the world that seems familiar or plausible) is comparatively reduced. It is precisely this characteristic of video games that allows us to approach their realism differently: as a non-representational aesthetic that secures coherence of the player's experience by integrating interface with virtual space.
I will try to demonstrate how this works in the case of Assassin's Creed. For example, substituting the "health" bar with "synchronization status"-which explains the player's death as memory failureresolves the problem of virtual death which haunts every game. The death of the main character-which happens often-and his eventual resurrection hardly ever receives a plausible explanation (with the nota- Within such aesthetic frames, we cannot think of the past as a linear succession of "world-states". Simrealist design effectively annihilates the objectivity of the past as a "reality that has been", though the game can still refer to historical data. This abstract assumption can be explained with a simple com- What follows from his speculations is that technical images and computer programs will come to endanger the literary culture of Western humanism and fundamentally revolutionize how people refer to the past. In the post-historical universe of digital images (computation), it will only be possible to think about reality in the present tense. For those whose mind was shaped by computers, "only the moment is real;
it is a node in the surrounding field of possibilities.
This field is structured like a game of dice: its possibilities create accidental combinations, so that, as the game continues, even the most improbable combinations become accidentally necessary. " 12 Flusser's remarks allow us to see a direct connection between notions of realism and our conceptions of the past.
Literary realism-as the aesthetics of objectification and temporality-is now being replaced with simulational (digital) realism, in which the past is tangible only as a simulation in the present. In my opinion, Assassin's Creed is one of the first symptoms in popular culture of this epistemological shift:
history becomes just one game among many, and its reality can only be conceived in terms of probability.
BOUNDLESS MEMORY AND SIMULATIONAL WARFARE
What makes Assassin's Creed unique among games and films that renounce a representational approach to the past is that its formal structure does not confuse the player or viewer but, rather, fills the gaps which normally interfere with immersion. The added layer of reality neither estranges (in a Brechtian sense) nor perplexes-it absorbs attention and channels it into a smooth flow of experience. However, the significance of the game and of "simula- [M]ind-game films could be seen as indicative of a "crisis" in the spectator-film relation, in the sense that the traditional "suspension of disbelief " or the classical spectator positions of "voyeur, " "witness, "
"observer" and their related cinematic regimes or techniques (…) are no longer deemed appropriate, compelling, or challenging enough. On the contrary, it is a memory failure which compels the neurological system to trigger false alarms in safe environments. From a philosophical point of view, this experimental therapy reveals that traumatic memories can be treated as malfunctioning simulations to be fixed with external technology.
Simulation treatment is used to correct the memory, and not, for instance, to relive the real experience and take revenge for the loss. It thus falsifies the idea that personal memories carry accurate representations of past experiences. To treat PTSD, one must assume that a person's account of the past is no more than a simulation, which can be healthy or broken.
All in all, Farocki's artistic (and philosophical) investigation exposes the paradoxical nature of war experience-shaped by a long period of training in battlefield simulators and recreated in another simulator in a medical research center. 16 The Ger- 
GAMES, COUNTER-FACTUALS, AND PROBLEMS WITH THE PAST
To conclude, I argued that, in modern video games, the mechanisms of individualizing the past through metaphors of simulation and posttraumatic memory can be interpreted as realist. In Black Ops, new sim-realist form responded to the shifting reality of modern warfare, and in Assassin's Creed it was used to create a modern-looking digital aesthetic to present a very remote, historical reality. Significantly, in both cases the past was addressed and experienced through private and technologically modified memory. Therefore, the "realness" was situated not in the fictional world but elsewhere-in the simulational present, established and framed for the private user of the game who wants to be convinced that he is an active agent in the story. In a way, as Jean Baudrillard might have had it, this can be read as an irreversible loss of the referential real-the backbone of facticity and historical, objectifying knowledge 18 . But from a Deleuzian perspective, the past becomes a virtual domain that allows for endless reinvention: pure data for creation and entertainment, over and over again. For programmers who make games, facticity and history are either a sales pitch or an optional limitation.
However, it is maybe worth speculating on the epistemological consequences of presenting the past as simulation, especially if we take into account the belief shared by many players that games like Assassin's Creed can be great tools for learning history. Those who write history cannot do without stories.
It goes without saying that the boundary between historiography and poetics was never explicit, 
